FOCUS by Burke (Editor), Larry
Divorce 
by Degrees 
By Larry Burke 
studying. 
ynn knew her return to 
college wouldn't be easy. 
The mother of two and 
wife of a busy Boise 
executive, she was pre-
pared for the hectic 
schedule - the hurried 
dinners , the late-night , 
cleaning, the weekends 
What she least expected was a broken 
marriage. 
But Lynn and hundreds of other "non-
traditional" female students have one thing 
in common-they 
returned to Boise 
When women become students and as-
sume new obligations outside the home, their 
established role of wife and mother is 
changed. Suddenly, the context of the mar-
riage is different-her time, especially in the 
evenings, is now spent attending class and 
studying. And she is becoming more inde-
pendent as she learns more about herself 
and the world around her. 
That can throw a marriage out of balance 
if a husband can't adjust to the changes 
taking place in the relationship, says Reed. 
Problems are most common in traditional 
marriages where for years, even decades, the 
husband has been 
the provider and the 
State for a degree 
and left with a di-
vorce. 
" I have three 
friends who are get-
ting divorces-all of 
them related to 
school," says Joyce, 
another student who 
is working as hard to 
preserve her mar-
riage as she is to 
Divorce is a common 
occupational hazard 
for BSU's 2,200 
non-traditional 
female students 




cus is outside the 
home. There is a real 
restructuring of the 
logistics of the rela-
tionship ... there 
may be a drop in the 
quantity and qual-
earn college credits. 
Counselors, psychologists, professors and 
students alike agree that troubled marriages 
and divorce are common occupational haz-
ards for many of the 2,200 non-traditional 
female students at BSU. 
Why? Boise counselor Jim Reed and 
BSU psychology professor Wylla Barsness 
provide some explanations. 
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ity of her work in 
the home. 
"He doesn' t perceive the rewards of her 
education. 'What good will this do me ... 
why are you doing this?' are questions he 
might ask," says Reed. "The questioning of 
what has been accepted as a given in the 
marriage can be very threatening." 
Barsness says in some marriages there is 
an unwritten and unspoken contract. "You 
marry young, have children, the wife takes 
care of the children and the husband pro-
vides. But when the wife returns to school 
there 's a new contract, and it's never been 
negotiated. The husband gets angry because 
it's not what he bargained for." 
"Marriage is often an institution for 1 1/2 
people. When she decides to be a full per-
son, he feels like something is taken away," 
she says. 
Lynn and Joyce, like most non-traditional 
students, were looking for that missing half 
of thrir lives when they came to Boise State. 
Both married young and had two children. 
Lynn was a partner in her husband 's business 
and an active community volunteer; Joyce 
helped her husband through graduate school 
and worked as a corporate secretary. 
But something was missing. 
"There was a strong intuitive voice saying 
my brain was atrophying. I had conceded a 
lot of my own person over to who he was," 
Lynn says. 
Their husbands were supportive at first. 
But the more the two women developed new 
interests, made their own friends and be-
came engrossed in school, the more threat-
ening it was to their husbands. 
"The longer I was in school, the more 
resistance there was. I don't think he ex-
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p e c t e d  m e  t o  h a v e  t h e  s u c c e s s  t h a t  I ' v e  h a d , "  
s a y s  J o y c e .  
" H e  p a t r o n i z e d , "  a d d s  L y n n .  " H e  p a t t e d  
m e  o n  t h e  h e a d ,  b u t  d i d n ' t  s h o w  a n y  r e a l  
i n t e r e s t . "  
T h e n  c a m e  t h e  a c c u s a t i o n s :  B o t h  w e r e  
t o l d  t h e y  w e r e  i g n o r i n g  t h e  f a m i l y  a n d  t h a t  
s c h o o l  h a d  b e c o m e  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t  t h a n  
t h e i r  h u s b a n d s  a n d  c h i l d r e n .  
B u t  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  s e l f - d i s c o v e r y  w a s  i r r e -
v e r s i b l e .  A t  n o  t i m e  d u r i n g  t h e  t u r m o i l  d i d  
e i t h e r  w o m a n  t h i n k  a b o u t  d r o p p i n g  o u t  o f  
s c h o o l .  
" A s  I  s t a r t e d  d i s c o v e r i n g  w h o  I  w a s ,  i t  
h e l p e d  m y  s e l f - e s t e e m .  T h e  m o r e  t h a t  h a p -
p e n e d ,  t h e  m o r e  I  m o v e d  a w a y  f r o m  w h a t  
w a s  h a p p e n i n g  i n  m y  m a r r i a g e , "  s a y s  L y n n .  
" T h e  b e t t e r  I  d i d  i n  s c h o o l ,  t h e  m o r e  e x -
c i t e d  I  g o t  a b o u t  a  c a r e e r  a n d  b e i n g  v a l u a b l e  
o u t s i d e  t h e  h o m e , "  a d d s  J o y c e .  
F o r  J o y c e  a n d  L y n n ,  s c h o o l  c h a n g e d  b e -
l i e f  s y s t e m s  t h e y  h a d  h e l d  s i n c e  c h i l d h o o d .  
" I  c a m e  f r o m  a  f a m i l y  w h e r e  w o m e n  j u s t  
d i d n ' t  g o  t o  c o l l e g e .  W e  c o u l d  b e  i m p o r t a n t ,  
b u t  i m p o r t a n t  i n  o u r  r o l e s  a s  w i v e s  a n d  
m o t h e r s , "  s a y s  J o y c e .  " H e  w a s  m y  w h o l e  l i f e  
. . .  b e f o r e  s c h o o l  m y  w o r l d  r e v o l v e d  a r o u n d  
h i m  a n d  t h e  k i d s . "  
" I  w a s  c o m f o r t a b l e  i n  m y  r o l e  . . .  t h e  
w o m a n  s t a y s  a t  h o m e  a n d  t h e  h u s b a n d  p r o -
v i d e s .  I  w a s  i n  I a - l a  l a n d .  B u t  t h e r e  w a s  a  
v o i d  i n s i d e ,  a n d  I  d i d n ' t  k n o w  w h a t  i t  w a s  
u n t i l  I  w e n t  t o  s c h o o l , "  s a y s  L y n n .  
T h o s e  a c t s  o f  s e l f - d i s c o v e r y  w e r e  m e t  b y  
b e w i l d e r e d  h u s b a n d s  u n f a m i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  
n e w  e m o t i o n a l  t e r r i t o r y  t h e i r  w i v e s  w e r e  
e x p l o r i n g .  
" I ' v e  c h a n g e d  s o  f a s t ,  h e ' s  n o t  s u r e  w h a t ' s  
s a f e ,  w h a t  t o  c o n f r o n t ,  w h a t  I  n e e d , "  s a y s  
J o y c e .  " H e  w a n t s  m y  v a l u e  t o  s t i l l  b e  f r o m  
b e i n g  h i s  w i f e ;  h e  d o e s n ' t  k n o w  h o w  t o  w a l k  
b e s i d e  m e , "  s h e  e x p l a i n s .  
W h y  d o  s o m e  m e n  r e s e n t  t h e i r  w i v e s '  
r e t u r n  t o  s c h o o l ?  
T h e  r e a s o n s  a r e  c o m p l e x ,  f o r  t h e y  d e a l  
w i t h  a t t i t u d e s  t h a t  h a v e  b e e n  i n g r a i n e d  f o r  
y e a r s .  A n d  e v e r y  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  d i f f e r e n t ,  
s a y  R e e d  a n d  B a r s n e s s .  
T h e  h u s b a n d  m a y  f e e l  h i s  r o l e  a s  p r o v i d e r  
i s  t h r e a t e n e d  b y  h i s  w i f e ' s  n e w - f o u n d  i n d e -
p e n d e n c e  a n d  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  e c o n o m i c  s e l f -
s u f f i c i e n c y .  H e  m a y  r e s e n t  t h e  t i m e  i t  t a k e s  
t o  s t u d y  a n d  a t t e n d  c l a s s ,  w h i c h  c a u s e s  h i m  
t o  p i c k  u p  m o r e  o f  t h e  c h i l d - r e a r i n g  a n d  
h o u s e h o l d  d u t i e s .  H e  m a y  f e e l  i n s e c u r e  b e -
c a u s e  o f  t h e  n e w  f r i e n d s  s h e  h a s  m a d e  o u t -
s i d e  t h e  m a r r i a g e .  H e  m a y  f e e l  i n a d e q u a t e  i f  
h e  h a s  n o t  b e e n  t o  c o l l e g e .  H e  m a y  f e e l  l i k e  
t h e  f i n a n c i a l  p a y b a c k  w o n ' t  b e  w o r t h  t h e  
m o n e y  s p e n t  o n  c o l l e g e .  O r ,  i f  s h e  w o r k e d  
M A K E  M O R E  
O F  M A R R I A G E  
C o u p l e s  w h o  f i n d  t h e m s e l v e s  a t  o d d s  
o v e r  a  w i f e ' s  r e t u r n  t o  c o l l e g e  c a n  t a k e  
s t e p s  t o  a v o i d  m a r i t a l  p r o b l e m s  o r  
d i v o r c e .  F r o m  t h e  c o u n s e l o r s  a n d  s t u -
d e n t s  i n t e r v i e w e d  f o r  t h i s  F O C U S  
s t o r y  c o m e  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  s u g g e s t i o n s :  
•  S H A R E .  T a k e  y o u r  h u s b a n d  t o  
c a m p u s ;  s h o w  h i m  w h e r e  y o u r  c l a s s e s  
a r e ,  w h e r e  y o u  s t u d y .  A p p r o a c h  c o l -
l e g e  a s  a  t e a m .  
•  B E  F L E X I B L E .  H u s b a n d s  s h o u l d  b e  
p r e p a r e d  f o r  t h e i r  w i v e s  t o  c h a n g e  
a n d  a l l o w  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  e v o l v e .  
•  D E V E L O P  A  S U P P O R T  G R O U P ;  F I N D  
A  M E N T O R .  S h a r e  e x p e r i e n c e s  a n d  
f e e l i n g s  w i t h  o t h e r  n o n - t r a d i t i o n a l  
s t u d e n t s ;  f i n d  s o m e o n e  y o u  c a n  t r u s t  
w i t h  y o u r  t h o u g h t s .  
•  B E  n M E L Y .  T h e  d e c i s i o n  t o  r e t u r n  
t o  s c h o o l  m a y  h a v e  t a k e n  y e a r s ;  g i v e  
y o u r  s p o u s e  e n o u g h  t i m e  t o  t h i n k  
a b o u t  i t ,  t o o .  
•  D O N ' T  O V E R E X T E N D  Y O U R S E L F .  
D o n ' t  f e e l  g u i l t y  i f  y o u  d o n ' t  e x c e l  i n  
a l l  a s p e c t s  o f  y o u r  r o l e  a s  s t u d e n t ,  
s p o u s e  a n d  p a r e n t .  
•  F O C U S .  M a i n t a i n  c l e a r  g o a l s  a n d  
r e - e v a l u a t e  t h e m  a s  y o u  g o .  
•  P e r h a p s  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  C O M ·  
M U N I C A n .  B o t h  h u s b a n d  a n d  w i f e  
s h o u l d  o p e n l y  d i s c u s s  h o w  t h e y  f e e l .  
p r e v i o u s l y ,  h e  m a y  m i s s  t h e  e x t r a  i n c o m e  
a n d  s e e s  h e r  g e t t i n g  n o t h i n g  o f  v a l u e  i n  
r e t u r n .  
R e e d  a n d  B a r s n e s s  c a u t i o n  t h a t  m a n y  
m a r r i a g e s  a r e  a l r e a d y  o n  s h a k y  g r o u n d  b e -
f o r e  t h e  w i f e ' s  r e t u r n  t o  c o l l e g e .  I n  t h o s e  
c a s e s ,  s c h o o l  i s  a  c a t a l y s t  b u t  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  
t h e  r e a s o n  f o r  a  d i v o r c e  t h a t  w o u l d  h a v e  
o c c u r r e d  e v e n t u a l l y .  
" T h e r e  a r e  m a n y  f a c t o r s  t h a t  w o r k  t o -
g e t h e r - i t  i s  h a r d  t o  p u l l  t h e m  a p a r t .  S o m e  
o f  t h e  w o m e n  a r e  b a c k  i n  s c h o o l  b e c a u s e  
t h e i r  m a r r i a g e  i s n ' t  s a t i s f y i n g  i n  t h e  f i r s t  
p l a c e , "  s a y s  B a r s n e s s .  
I n  t h i s  a g e  o f  r a i s e d  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  a n d  
l i b e r a t i o n ,  a  h u s b a n d ' s  i n s e c u r i t y  o v e r  a  w i f e ' s  
r e t u r n  t o  c o l l e g e  i s  " m y o p i c , "  a c c o r d i n g  t o  
B S U  s o c i a l  w o r k  p r o f e s s o r  A r n o l d  P a n i t c h .  
" T h e s e  m e n  d o n ' t  v a l u e  t h e  g r o w t h  o f  
h u m a n  p o t e n t i a l .  T h e i r  w h o l e  t r i p  i s  h e r e  
a n d  n o w  - t h a t  t h e i r  w i f e  s h o u l d  h a v e  s u p -
p e r  o n  t h e  t a b l e  a n d  t a k e  c a r e  o f  t h e  k i d s .  
" L e t ' s  n o t  f o r g e t  t h a t  t h e r e  h a s  b e e n  a  
w o m e n ' s  m o v e m e n t  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y  f o r  2 0  
y e a r s  n o w .  M a n y  s e x i s t  l i m i t a t i o n s  p l a c e d  
o n  w o m e n  i n  a  p r e v i o u s  g e n e r a t i o n  a r e  
g o n e  f r o m  i n d u s t r y ,  c o m m e r c e  a n d  g o v e r n -
m e n t , "  h e  s a y s .  
" S o m e  m e n  s h o u l d  b e  e n c o u r a g e d  t o  a d -
j u s t  t o  t h e i r  o w n  c u l t u r e . "  D  
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